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 method of doing history of political philosophy, which combines two approaches  namely the 
- the .  These approaches are innovative and interesting for 
studying Rawls in tandem with other philosophers from the past, but they prove to be in tension with each other if used as 
methods for a comprehensive study of the history of political philosophy.  
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1. Introduction 
Rawls was an important author not only because he elaborated a comprehensive theory of justice, but also 
because he studied, taught and wrote on the history of political philosophy. This paper discusses why the study of 
ethical and political ideas of the past is important for Rawls, and also how Rawls understood to proceed with it. 
In particular, this paper examines the two components of the rawlsian method in doing history of political 
philosophy  namely comparing philosophical ideas from the past with his own ideas on governance and justice, 
which we call the reflective-comparative approach,  and analyzing 
time and history  Discussions of these two approaches will show that 
Rawls prefers to do history of political philosophy which is illuminating not only for the period of time it was 
written and the political problems of that particular period, but also for contemporary philosophers who are 
stice, in particular. 
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However, some ambiguities and tensions seem to exist between the two components, and they will be discussed 
in the last section of the paper. 
2. Rawls and the history of philosophy 
Rawls has been an innovative author in moral and political philosophy both in terms of content and method, 
and in terms of doing history of these particular areas of study [1]. Unfortunately, his role in doing history of 
philosophy is not discussed as much as his role in elaborating a substantial theory of justice and the method 
associated with it. The study of ethical and political ideas of the past (as we can find them in Locke, Rousseau or 
Kant) is of great importance for Rawls because they not only represent profound and distinctive ideas, but also 
allow us to better understand our contemporary problems of governance and justice. This is particularly true for 
the mode Rawls understands to do history of political philosophy, which interests us in this paper. 
approach to the history of political philosophy is outlined in edited lectures of a course that he taught at Harvard 
 [2]. These lectures 
cover works by Hobbes, Locke, Hume, Rousseau, J.S. Mill, and Marx. They can be considered an exemplar of 
how to approach philosophical texts from a rawlsian perspective to the extent that they reveal how topics 
discussed by the political philosophers mentioned above can be viewed in relation to certain topics discussed in 
Rawl , or the principles of justice.  
 the history of political philosophy, besides comparing philosophical ideas from 
the past with his own ideas, also comprises a contextual component that claims that the historical context of 
 should be considered, and their problems, mistakes or solutions to be understood 
from their point of view, not from ours. These two components will be discussed in the following two sections. 
After discussing their meaning, importance and novelty, an existent tension between the two components will be 
highlighted.    
3. Reflective-comparative approach to the history of political philosophy 
As Samuel Freeman, the editor of Lecture on the History of Political Philosophy, explains in the 
Foreword Some Remarks about My Teaching [2], Rawls has become gradually more interested 
during the years he taught moral and political philosophy in discussing justice as fairness  
andem with earlier people who had written on the subject, beginning with Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau, and occasionally Kant. [
 Clarke and Bishop Butler and 
other British 18th century people, such as Shaftesbury and Hutcheson [or] Moore and Ross, Broad and Stevenson, as modern examples . 
Unlike the usual way of doing history of philosophy, which considers a philosophical work as being 
autonomous in relation to the historian, Rawls prefers to explain an important work or theory in political 
philosophy by comparing it with its own theory of justice as fairness. Thus, a historically important philosophical 
work is illuminating not only for the period of time it was written and the political problems of this particular 
period, but also for contemporary philosophers who are interested in developing liberalism today, in general, and 
for , in particular, showing how they articulate common concepts, such as social 
contract or justice, making clear similarities and differences between them [3]. This way of teaching history of 
-   
Hobbes, for example, is an important philosopher for Rawls because he was among the first to understand the 
value of contractualist thought. But Hobbes
and especially with the rawlsian idea of fair cooperation between equals [2]. This is mainly because the two rest 
on different moral psychologies assumption unsociability extremely 
uncongenial to Rawls, who describes his project as an anti-individualist one [4]. While Rawls, like Hobbes, 
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makes use of a thought experiment and starts from an asocial original position in order to validate his theory, he 
nevertheless differentiates it from that of Hobbes. Rawls uses a technical argumentation  
theory reduces all practical reason to maxims of rational prudence and is ther sense 
of justice  and its distinctive moral psychology [4].  
The argument relies on the distinction - ciple- , 
on one hand, and between desires 
principles. As Hobbes only recognizes principle-dependent human desires that involve the desire to follow 
rational rather than reasonable principles, he therefore denies that human individuals will act motivated by moral 
principles such as fairness [2].   
With regards to Locke, Rawls embraces the idea of political legitimacy resulting from the assumption that 
rational (reasonable) citizens have the right not to obey the law within an unjust regime. However, Rawls rejects 
interpretation of the social contract because it does not impose a veil of ignorance and thus it depends on 
historical contingencies or factors external to the original position, such as the property size that people have or 
their relative bargaining power [2]. the economic 
and political inequalities specific to a society based on classes, which renders 
political legitimacy insufficient from a rawlsian perspective [4].  
Unlike Locke, Rousseau designed his social contract in a more egalitarian form. Rawls himself confesses that 
his ideal social contract owes mu  ideal. 
consequences of inequality, the importance of controlling social inequalities and preventing or removing 
Rawls admits that his own ideas about the 
basic structure of a society as subject of justice, about the issues of stability and fairness of basic structure, come 
 [2]. Furthermore, Rawls considers that the moral psychology Rousseau shares in the 
Social Contract is compatible with his own moral psychology used to ground his own theory of justice. This is 
shown in the way Rousseau regarded amour-propre  According to Rawls, apart from a pathological form of it, 
Rousseau also recognized a more natural and healthy form of amour-propre, which is  
 [...] Moved by 
this natural proper form of amour-propre, we are ready to grant the same standing to others in return, and hence to honour the limits that their 
needs claims can impose on us [2].  
As Bird observes, Rawls reads Rousseau this way because it is consistent with :  
if benign, egalitarian amour-propre is not part of human nature, there is no au  
regime of egalitarian reciprocity in the Social Contract. His  and utopian in a bad sense  [4]. 
The d   
 For Rawls, Mill was a social thinker with a profound understanding of the social 
and civic preconditions of human equality [2], while being a utilitarian philosopher. For Rawls this situation 
raises the question of how can Mill have come so close to the idea of justice as fairness without abandoning his 
utilitarianism:  
ve content (the same principles of justice) as justice as 
fairness? In other words, since my own philosophy began from a critique of utilitarianism, how is it that Mill and I agree about so much?  [2].   
To answer this question, Rawls reconstructs plausible, deep, and fascinating 
 [5]. Rawls gives a come closer 
[2]. Rawls argues that on the basis of this moral psychology the two principles of justice he 
elaborates within his own version of the social contract a of political and 
social justice. Mill sometimes calls these principles  principles of the modern world,  which involve 
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protection of minority and individual rights against the abuses of the majority [2] and presuppose the idea of 
reciprocity [2], an idea that appears in Rawls as well. Reconciliation of utilitarianism and justice as fairness 
is possible because of Mill  that, in the industrial age, a certain conception of 
equality that is embedded in the attitudes of the individuals, makes calculations of utility go closer to inviolable 
principles of justice. As Rawls view can be seen as u allowing an important 
role for perfectionist values, [he] does not give perfectionist values a certain kind of weight as reasons in political 
questions, in particular questions of liberty [2]. So the principles of utilitarianism are compatible with principles 
of justice and liberty that modern society involves s of the modern movement in morals and 
), such as the principle of equal justice and equality of basic rights; the principle of liberty; the principles 
of open society and free choice of occupation and mode of life; the principle of equality of opportunity; the 
principle of free and fair economic and social competition; the principle of social cooperation among equals; the 
principle of modern marriage as equality between husband and wife; or, the principle of public charity [2]. Mill 
speaks of these principles as opposed to that of the aristocratic order of the past. So, principles of political justice 
can be justified within both   and can be understood as an overlapping consensus between 
the two distinct doctrines.  
Finally, lectures on discuss the issue of weather Marxian criticism of liberal tradition and 
capitalism does or does not encompass some standard of justice. Rawls defends the view that it does. Marx 
addressed some legitimate concerns, such as how to eliminate alienation and exploitation. Such concerns will 
also be addressed in a well-ordered society, a society that implements the principles of justice as fairness. 
However, radical egalitarian [4]
conception of justice lacks a proper description of a  concern for justice and a 
by principles of right [2] that is part of our ordinary ethical consciousness and a valuable aspect of human life 
[4].  
4. Contextual approach to the history of political philosophy 
the history of political philosophy is that he tries to 
philosophical problems as they saw them, given what their understanding of the state of moral and political 
philosophy then was. [He]  [2]. Rawls follows 
 time and 
[2]. In doing so we can 
further understand how political philosophy develops over time and why, and also identify each philosopher  
role in developing the doctrine of democratic and liberal thought.  
ch is related to two other aspects. Firstly, the guiding precept in studying the 
works of the leading writers in political philosophy is to identify correctly the problems they were facing and to 
understand how they viewed them, while a second precept is to offer the best possible account of an aut
views, reconstructing it in the best light possible. Doing so, their answers will seem much deeper and 
illuminating. Complementary to this, a third percept asks us to approach important thinkers in the history of 
study, consider him more intelligent and informed than us, and if we notice something wrong with his text it 
would be better not to be hasty to critique the author s ideas. As Rawls sys in Some Remarks about My Teaching,  
145 Ciprian G. Niţu /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  71 ( 2013 )  141 – 147 
was I wasting 
my time by studying them? If I saw a mistake in their arguments, I supposed they saw it too and must have dealt with it, but where? So I 
looked for their way out, not mine. Sometimes their way out was historical: in their day the question need not be raised; or 
be fruit
essential though it was important to point out objections that those coming later in the same tradition sought to correct, or to point to views 
us why later 
writers made the criticisms they did . 
 t matter and we can fix them up  [2], but with fundamental 
errors, however, the approach must be different: we should find an alternative reading of the text that is capable 
of overcoming these apparent fundamental errors, rather than assume that the political philosophy studied is 
irremediably flawed. 
Thus, for example, political philosophy in Leviathan is presented as an attempt to overcome divisive 
civil war. Its intrinsic authoritarian touché is then easier to understand even if it vexes our sense of justice.  
Similarly, Rawls reads Rouss  in an 
authoritarian key in a different way that 
people to be free. He alternatively interprets this idea as and exercised by 
 and draws attention to the context in which Rousseau tried to overcome the political inequality in 
right of voting [2]. Rousseau is also read as a critic of modern culture, who exposes the vices of modern society 
and civilization, explains how they arose and recommends political and social conditions under which these evils 
could be avoided. in order to calm those critics who see 
themselves as representatives of a developed, modern and civilized society and who reject the nostalgic outlook 
 past. 
In explaining Locke, Rawls highlights his interest in arguing against royal absolutism and for a mixed 
constitution within which royal power is subject to important limitations. Locke allowed for a kind of political 
inequality we would not accept  inequality in basic rights of voting  yet his liberalism was ahead of his time 
and opposed royal absolutism, and even put his life in danger: 
friend Lord Shaftesbury, following him even in taking part, it seems, in the Rye House plot to assassinate Charles 
II in the summer of 1683. He fled for his life to Holland and barely escaped execution. Locke had the courage to 
put his head where his mouth was, perhaps the only one of the great figures to take such enormous risks  [2].  
Rawls also reads Mill  key. Rawls rejects those claims saying that Mill was wrong to 
combine utilitarianism and liberal principles of justice. Mill is a thinker too great to make a mistake as 
elementary as that of  requirement that individuals will accept unreasonable losses in 
personal welfare for the sake of gains in  requirement to take seriously the 
of persons.  S  
[2]. Rawls reads Mill in the light of his attempt to solve the problem of 
 and the abuses of majority rule. We must ask, Rawls says, what Mill was trying to accomplish through 
his   Rawls also provides the answer to this question. 
Mill intended to be neither a systematic philosopher, nor to become an influential political figure or a prominent 
member of a political party. Instead  
Mill saw himself as an educator of enlightened and advanced opinion. His aim was to explain and defend what he took to be the appropriate 
fundamental philosophical, moral, and political principles in accordance with which modern society should be organized. Otherwise he 
thought the society of the future would not achieve the requisite harmony and stability of an organic age, that is, an age unified by generally 
acknowledged political and social first principles. Mill thought modern society would be democratic and industrial and secular, that is, one 
without a state religion: a non-confessional state. This was the kind of society he thought he saw coming into being in England and elsewhere 
in Europe. He hoped to formulate the fundamental principles for such a society so they would be intelligible to the enlightened opinion of 
those who had influence in political and social life  
146   Ciprian G. Niţu /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  71 ( 2013 )  141 – 147 
 This was M  understand b  of his works, their 
often loose and ambiguous terminology, and their almost incessant lofty style and sermonizing tone untroubled 
by self-doubt [2].  
5. Ambiguities and tensions of rawlsian approach to the history of political philosophy 
The combination between contextualizing and analyzing philosophical theories through his own perspective is 
what gives R . This approach is used by Rawls to bring important 
 his own ideas. Though this way is interesting 
and innovative, it is not completely free of some ambiguities and tensions. It is not impossible to think that such 
an approach to history of philosophy can in fact puzzle a less informed reader, who is not always quite sure   
where Rawls starts and where philosopher-under-analysis begins.  
Also, it seems t It seems that 
d by Rawls for its own sake, but rather as a means of advancing the other 
component of his method that plays a more prominent role. Rawls, as Bird says, approaches philosophical texts 
with a  purpose in mind, that of triangulating them in relation to the tradition of democratic 
constitutionalism that inspired his own theory [4]. This motivation of the rawslian approach makes it quite 
difficult to take seriously the Collingwood  thesis that philosophical texts should be read having in mind the 
particular historical context in which they were written. 
when he cannot triangulate in a consistent way other philosophical ideas with his own interest  
ms of social 
cooperation, the requirements of an appropriately reciprocal form of political stability, and the idea that there are distinctive forms of 
reasoning appropriate to public deliberation about the content of the law  [4].  
Like this, could even appear  for a more traditional historian of ideas.  
We could further ask if Rawls takes seriously historicity, and which is the relation between historicity and 
as to the tasks that philosophical theory has to address; that philosophical argumentation rests on normative 
beliefs that we expect our audience to take for granted, and that these beliefs are historically embedded , but 
takes into account only the embedded beliefs of liberal tradition. The problem is how to reinterpret particular 
historical doctrines from the perspective of certain ideals of a historically contingent tradition, that of liberalism? 
If universal ideals and values are historically constructed
 tradition is the only framework within which political ideas can be developed and 
analyzed? It is not obvious that they represent our sole theoretical  or our sole moral 
sensibility. By following the path opened by Rawls we will inevitably face the following dilemma: either we will 
pay attention to the particular historical framework that allowed the articulation (construction) of a particular 
political doctrine and, in this way, we will move away from the 
proceed like a historian), or we will relate our own ideas to ideas and values of a particular tradition, school of 
thought or even public philosophy  but proceeding this way our undertaking will become less historical and 
more philosophical.   
that results not so much from the 
treating problems from my persp treating problems from perspective of the 
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6. Conclusion  
of studying the history of political philosophy combines the historical contextualization of the 
political doctrines which are under review, and the analysis of philosophical theories through his own 
perspectives on democratic government and social justice. This combination gives the rawlsian approach its 
distinctive character. However, though an interesting and innovative approach, the rawlsian method of doing 
history of philosophy is not completely free of ambiguities and tensions. Particularly, it may prove to be quite 
puzzling for a less informed reader or student of the history of political thought, but more importantly, it may 
prove to be quite problematic to interpret particular historical doctrines from the perspective of a certain 
historically contingent tradition  such as liberal or democratic constitutionalism  without either renouncing the 
claim that enough attention to the particular historical framework that allowed the articulation of that particular 
political doctrine has to be paid, or the claim that what really counts are liberal and democratic ideas and values, 
and the tradition in which they have been articulated.     
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